Shortly after the fall of the western Roman Empire in the fifth century, a number of previously unknown groups-the Veneti, the Sclaveni and the Antes-rather suddenly appeared in the writings of European annalists. Though their exact identity is the subject of some dispute, most historians agree that they were probably Slavs. The early history of this group is shrouded in mystery. We do not know where they came from, who they were, or even what they called themselves. One thing, however, is certain: they were on the move.
only the Vikings succeeded in conquering the Slavs. Illus. 1.1
By the standards of pre-modern warriors, the Vikings were rather sophisticated. Unlike their competitors in northern Eurasia, they did not employ horses as a mode of travel and conquest. Rather, they relied on a very specific and highly advanced form of nautical technology. Their longships were remarkable because they were highly durable, relatively light, and, most significant, capable of traveling with great efficiency both in open seas and tiny rivers. By a peculiar geographic accident, the longship proved to be perfectly suited for travel around the European peninsula of Eurasia, which was surrounded by reasonably mild seas and crisscrossed with large, slow-flowing rivers. Whereas foot-born or horse-born warriors had to trudge across the rough and inhospitable terrain of western Eurasia in search of booty, the Vikings could use the sail to travel around it and oars to move within it.
Sometime near the end of the first millennium c.e., a group of Vikings-the Rus'-took control of the riparian trade route from the Baltic to the Black Sea.
2 Just how they accomplished this, we do not know. As a creation of the Vikings, Kievan Rus' (as historians sometimes call this medieval jurisdiction whose capital was located in Kiev) shared a common heritage with other early western Eurasian states created or conquered by
Norsemen, including regions in England, Ireland, northern and western France, and southern Italy. Indeed, the histories of the western and eastern Viking enterprises are quite similar, as the parallel histories of Normandy and Rus' demonstrate. Once the Vikings became sufficiently established in these areas, they gave up their wandering ways and settled down to rule and tax the natives. In essence, they traded the hard life of nomadic banditry for the easier life of sedentary banditry. Yet neither the Norman nor Rus' enterprises existed in a vacuum. Rather the opposite: both had to deal with the great powers of the day, Rome and Constantinople.
After some violent negotiation, a compromise was reached: the new Viking kingdoms would be recognized as legitimate if their subjects would accept Christianity. And so it was, though in truth only a tiny portion of the native populations had any understanding of the Gospel or, for that matter, of the existence of Rome and
Constantinople. There were also local politics with which to contend. Being outnumbered by the natives, the Normans and Rus' had to be careful not to push their Frankish and Slavic underlings into rebellion. In any case, they needed native allies and proceeded to marry the native daughters, a process that ended in the 4 Yet it was not some internal mechanism that finally laid the Kievan empire low. Rather, the mortal blow was struck by yet another group of Eurasian pastoral nomads-the Mongols.
The Mongols, like the Vikings before them, have been treated with scorn. In the Rus' chronicles they are godless Hagarites, the orphans of God; in more modern times, they become "Asiatic" barbarians, the orphans of civilization. The truth is that the Mongols were the largest, most advanced, and best-led nomadic force ever to cross the Great Steppe. They defeated the most sophisticated empires of Eurasia-Northern China, Southern China, Inner Asia, Iran. They also subordinated a host of minor, more primitive enterprises, among them the Rus' empire. The Mongols' initial thrust in the early thirteenth century was devastating. They razed entire cities, murdered and pillaged extensively, and desecrated sacred monuments. The nomads sent a message: submit or die. That message was duly received, and Rus' entered the Pax Mongolica. Shortly thereafter the princes of Rus' were summoned to Sarai (the capital of the Mongol kingdom of the Golden Horde); tax collectors were sent to Rus'; and the Mongol army left Rus' hardly ever to return. For the next two or more centuries, the Mongols would be absentee landlords. As long as the rent arrived promptly, there was very little reason to meddle.
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Usually, the tribute did arrive promptly, largely thanks to the good offices of the princes of a tiny town called Moscow. Like all good imperialists, the Mongols worked through local proxies. They would summon a
Rus' leader to Sarai, proclaim him grand prince, and dispatch him back to the wilderness to make sure the money kept flowing east. Among the princes so instructed, those in the Muscovite line proved the most able, and their realm of Muscovy grew rich and powerful. Over the course of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, they brought the other Rus' principalities (Vladimir, Suzdal, Tver, et al.) to heel. During this slow campaign, as they became stronger and stronger, they even managed to adjust the terms of trade with their Mongol masters.
In 1380 These men, according to Herberstein, had reduced Rus' to a state of servitude. Vasilii, Herbertstein wrote, "uses his authority as much over ecclesiastics as laymen and holds unlimited control over the lives and property of all his subjects: not one of his counselors has sufficient authority to dare to oppose him, or even differ from him, on any subject." 12 Herberstein explained that the Russians' servility before their prince arose out of religious conviction: "They openly confess that the will of the prince is the will of God; on this account they call him God's key-bearer and chamberlain, and in short they believe that he is the executor of the divine scholar and English ambassador to Muscovy, however, said that it was only a matter of time before the entire enterprise imploded. In his famous Of the Russe Commonwealth, Fletcher predicted that Ivan's legacy would be civil war: "[His] wicked pollicy and tyrannous practise (though now it be ceassed) hath so troubled that countrey, and filled it so full of grudge and mortall hatred ever since, that it wil not be quenched (as it seemeth now) till it burne againe into a civill flame."
18 According to Fletcher, Russia's condition was so dire after Ivan's passing that "the people of the most part . . . wishe for some forreine invasion, which they suppose to bee the onely meanes, to rid them of the heavy yoke of this tyrannous government." 19 Illus. 1.6
Fletcher was right on both counts, for the succeeding era of Russian history-the "Time of Troubles"-was marked by both civil war and foreign invasion. 20 The former was brought about by a series of unfortunate accidents. The first of these occurred in 1591, when Tsarevich Dmitrii, the son of Ivan IV and possible heir to the throne, died under mysterious circumstances. Though the evidence suggests that the boy stabbed himself in an epileptic fit, rumor spread that Tsar Fedor's mentor, Boris Godunov, was behind the deed. The second fateful happenstance occurred in 1598, when Tsar Fedor died without an heir. Thus the dynasty that had ruled
Rus' for over 700 years-the Riurikid-ended. Boris Godunov was "elected" tsar, but his legitimacy was challenged by a charismatic man claiming to be Dmitrii, who led a sizable army of Russians and Cossacks from the Polish frontier. In the midst of Godunov's battle with the impostor, the third unhappy accident occurred:
the tsar himself died. In 1605, Russia had no dynasty, no tsar, and a man claiming to be Tsarevich Dmitrii at the gates of the capital. "Dmitrii" promptly took the city, but was overthrown a year later by Vasilii Shuiskii. After the Time of Troubles, in contrast to Fletcher's expectations, Muscovy remained a tyrannical state.
Adam Olearius, a scholar and diplomat from Holstein, who visited Russia in the 1630s, however, noted that Tsar Mikhail was not a tyrant, but rather a mild ruler and greatly loved by his subjects. Nonetheless, his power was that of a tyrant, for his subjects themselves acknowledged that they were the tsar's slaves.
All subjects, whether of high or low condition, call themselves and must count themselves the tsar's kholopi, that is slaves and serfs. Just as the magnates and nobles have their own slaves, serfs and peasants, the princes and the magnate are obliged to acknowledge their slavery and their insignificance in relation to the tsar.
22
Just as Herberstein had said over one hundred years before, the tsar was the owner of the "lives and property" of all his subjects. But how could Muscovy be a tyranny without a tyrant? Olearius proposed a novel explanation for this century-old paradox. The Aristotelian theory of monarchy assumed that the character of a regime was determined by the behavior of the prince: if he were good, he would be loved and his government stable; if he were a tyrant, then he would be loathed and his reign would be short-lived. Illus. 1.8
Yet Olearius, an astute reader of Aristotle, discovered in the Politics a type of polity that reversed this causality-despotism. In despotic monarchies, the character of the people determined that of the prince.
Natural slaves required and rightfully received a despot as ruler. Since natural slavery was a permanent condition, despotisms were immobile. If it were assumed that the Russians were natural slaves, then the question of love or fear became moot; whether they respected the tsar or feared him was of no consequence because their very state of being necessitated complete submission. Or so it seemed to Olearius.
Their nature is such that, as the wise Aristotle said of the barbarians, 'they cannot and shall not live other than in slavery.' To them applies also what Aristotle said of the peoples or Asia Minor, who are called Ionians because they derived from the Greeks: 'They are miserable in freedom and comfortable in Slavery.'
23
Later European commentators agreed with this judgment; the Russian tsar was a despot, and in despotism, seemingly absolute power is routinely afforded the ruler and passively accepted by his subjects. 24 Illus. 1.9
There can be little doubt that Olearius and other observers exaggerated the extent of the tsars' power and the submissiveness those in their realm. The historical record clearly contradicts the notion of state omnipotence and subject servility. On several occasions-the urban riots of 1648, the Copper Revolt of 1662, strel'tsy, or elite guards, in 1682-disgruntled Russians rose up against what they perceived as tyrannical authority. A more accurate assessment is to say that seventeenth-century Muscovy was usually ruled by a coalition of forces, including the royal family, boyars, church hierarchs, and military servitors, who exercised direct control over the serfs.
Clearly, however accurate their accounts, west and central European observers saw Muscovite Russia as a world apart, a "rude and barbarous kingdom" distant from the mores of their own civilization. Russians, in turn, prided themselves on being the sole protectors of Orthodoxy-in their eyes, the only true religion-and maintained an aloofness toward peoples of other faiths with whom they came into contact. This sense of satisfied isolation and heavy religiosity began to weaken during the reign of the second Romanov, Tsar Aleksei (1645-1676); he himself was very pious but developed and communicated a taste for west European ballet, theatre, literature, snuff, asparagus, and roses-secular pleasures inimical to traditional practitioners of the Muscovite way of life. But it was Aleksei's son, Peter, who would cast aside tradition, forcibly pull Russians out of their isolation, and turn the Orthodox Muscovite state into a secular westernized empire that no longer stood apart from the rest of Europe as a distant world.
